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Living Wage 
Jobs Now'! 
SW/WS 324:  Gender and the Politics of Welfare
Fall 2008, 3 credits
Instructor:  Janet Finn
Office: Rankin Hall Room 12
Phone: 243-5583
Email: janet.finn@umontana.edu
Class Meeting: Tues, 6-9 pm
Kensington Welfare Rights Union
Overview: This course explores the relationship between gender ideologies and the
development of social welfare policies. The course examines historic and contemporary
social welfare discourses, polices, programs, and practices in the U.S. and beyond
through a gender lens. We address critical questions about the impact of social welfare
policies and practices on the lives of poor women, men, and children. For example, who 
sets the terms of welfare debates? What images of gender have informed the debates
regarding and the passage of “welfare reform” legislation? What assumptions and 
tensions regarding work, family, gender, race, class, sexuality, and citizenship play out
through these debates, policies, and practices? Does a focus on the "feminization of
poverty" lose sight of the experiences of poor men?  How have these images informed the
current political moment and the "end to welfare as we know it?" How does the
transformation of U.S. state-based welfare via the Personal Responsibility and Work 
Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996 and its aftermath relate to broader shifts in the
logic of globalization and neoliberal economic restructuring?  How do forms of structural
violence and practices of militarization differentially impact the poor? What can we learn
by comparing U.S. “welfare reform” and other forms of structural adjustment globally?
What have been the strengths and limitations of social movements for welfare rights?
   
 
 
    
 
   






   
  





















   
 
    
  
 





Women in diverse global contexts continue to shoulder the majority of the social welfare
burden as unpaid and underpaid care givers. Women often make up the majority of both 
service providers and recipients in state-sponsored social welfare programs. However, the
policies and practices of social welfare programs have often served to create divisions
among women and between women and men. How have women been divided into 
"worthy" and "unworthy" welfare recipients? How have women of color been differently
defined and treated within the welfare system? How do these images and realities
coalesce and collide with those of poor men? How do race and racism play into the
images that inform state policies and practices of care and control? How have 
antagonisms regarding welfare played into immigration debates?
The course critically addresses these questions through lectures, readings, film, 
discussion, and in-class exercises. Participants explore possibilities for shifting from a
negative image of social welfare to a positive image of social well being. We consider
ways to build a social justice agenda for the 21st century that meaningfully incorporates
questions of gender and welfare and makes the necessary connection to human rights. We
draw lessons for practice from community-based social movements, poor people’s
organizations, and grassroots welfare advocacy organizations at the local, national, and 
international level that are championing welfare rights and women’s rights as human 
rights.
Course Texts: 
Abramovitz, M. (1996) Regulating the lives of women. Boston: South End Press
Segal, E. & Kilty, K. (2007). The promise of welfare reform. Philadelphia: Haworth 
Press.
Cabezas, A., Reese, E., & Waller, M. (2007). The wages of empire. Boulder: Paradigm
Publishers
Kornbluh, F. (2007). The battle for welfare rights. Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press.
Assignments and Grading: All written assignments should be typed, double-spaced,
and submitted in hard copy.
Attendance and Participation: This course is conducted as a seminar, and it requires
preparation, attendance, and participation among the members. Attendance and 
participation in course activities and discussions count for 15% of course grade (1 point
per class meeting).
Co-facilitation of Class discussion: Class members will work in teams to plan and
facilitate one 30-minute class discussion around assigned readings. The teams are
responsible for preparing questions in advance, facilitating the discussion, and assessing
their performance. An overview of group facilitation skills and a format for evaluation








      
    
 
    
 










    
 
    
    













   
 
   
  
 
   
 
  
Critical Reflection Essays: Class members will write four essays over the course of the 
semester, focusing on key themes in specific course readings. Each essay should be 4-5 
pages, typed, double-spaced. Course readings should be referenced and sources cited.
Each essay counts for 15% of the course grade. The schedule and topics are:
Essay #1 – Due September 16. This essay focuses on the readings of the first three
weeks of the semester and addresses the following questions: Why is a historical
perspective important in understanding the role of public policies and social
welfare in regulating the lives of women? What ideologies of gender have
informed debates regarding welfare over time? Why is it important to consider
race and class as well as gender in examining the ways public welfare policies and
programs have affected women’s lives? What lessons might we learn from history
in thinking about the future of social welfare?
Essay #2 – Due October 7. This essay focuses on Kornbluh’s book, The Battle for
Welfare Rights. What does Kornbluh mean by the “invention” of welfare rights?
How do questions of rights and citizenship relate to welfare? How does this book 
inform your understanding of power, especially the power of poor women of
color, and its limits? How does this book inform your understanding of the
relationships, strategies, tactics, and challenges involved in collective efforts for 
social change? What lessons for social action do you take from this book?
Essay #3 – Due October 28 – This essay focuses on themes and readings from
The Promise of Welfare Reform. In this essay, you will choose the focus of your
discussion. Draw from at least three chapters of the book in developing your
discussion. For example, you could explore the relationship between poverty and 
welfare reform; address the relationship of welfare reform to the construction of
gender and family; or examine the relationship among welfare, workfare, and 
other forms of low wage labor.
Essay #4 – Due November 25 – This essay focuses on themes and readings from
The Wages of Empire. In this essay, you will draw from at least three chapters of 
the book to explore the relationship among 1) neoliberal policies and practices of
economic restructuring, 2) forms of repression, and 3) the impact on the lives of
low-income women. The case studies in the text provide rich source material for
developing your discussion and providing examples. 
Teaching-Learning Groups: Class members will join a teaching-learning group based
on interest areas around course themes (e.g. welfare and single parents; racism and
welfare; welfare and immigrant rights; corporate globalization and women’s labor;
women and militarization). The groups will plan a 30-minute teaching-learning exercise 
to be presented in class. The exercises should be informed by course readings and engage
class members in further experiential learning, critical dialogue, or collective activity
related to course themes. The groups are not expected to do further outside research. This




      
 
  
    
 
      
  
 
     
  
 
    
    
 
    
   
 
    
   
 
     
   
 
    
     
 
   
  
 
   
 
   
 
    
  
 
     
   
 
     
  
 
     
Class Schedule:
Week One – 8/26/08 – Introduction: The Meanings of Welfare, Gender and Politics
Week Two 9/2/08 –Setting the Stage – Context of Welfare Reform in the late 20th 
century. Readings: Promise, Intro, Chaps 1-4; Wages, Intro. Begin reading Regulating
Week Three 9/9/08 – Regulating the Lives of Women, Part I
Readings: Regulating, Intro, Chaps. 1-4
Week Four 9/16/08 – Regulating the Lives of Women, Part II
Readings: Regulating, Chaps. 5-8. Assignment: Essay #1 due
Week Five 9/23/08 – Gender, Race, and the Politics of Welfare Rights
Readings: Battle, Intro - Ch 4
Week Six 9/30/08 – Politics and Poverty in the 1970s –Setting the Stage for Welfare 
Reform. Readings: Battle, Ch. 5-Conclusion
Week Seven 10/7/08 – Welfare Reform and Economic Restructuring
Readings: Promise, Ch 6-9; Wages, Ch. 1, 2, 6. Assignment: Essay #2 due.
Week Eight  10/14/08 – The Gendered Order of Welfare, Poverty, and Family
Readings: Promise, Ch 13-15; Wages, Ch 2, 4, 8
Week Nine 10/21/08 – Macroeconomics, Microenterprise, and Everyday Survival
Readings: Promise, Ch. 10, 11, 12; Wages, 5, 9
Week Ten 10/28/08 –Welfare, Gender, and Racism
Readings: Promise, Ch. 17, 18, Wages, 3. Assignment: Essay # 3 due.
Week Eleven 11/4/08 – No Class Election Day
Week Twelve 11/11/08 – No Class Veteran’s Day
Week Thirteen 11/18/08 – Welfare, Gender and Violence 
Readings: Promise, Ch. 17, Wages, Ch. 12-15
Week Fourteen 11/25/08 – Welfare, Immigration, and Citizenship
Readings: Promise, Ch. 19, 20; Wages, Ch. 7. Assignment: Essay #4 due.
Week Fifteen 12/2/08 –Human Rights, Social Justice, and Political Action
Readings: Promise, Ch. 21-22
Week Sixteen 12/9/08 – Final’s Week – Recap, Evaluation, Presentations
